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Abstract 
Theater is an emblematic, consolidated performance experience in educational and scholastic contexts. This paper presents some 
results of a research-training project on workshops held in preschools, primary schools and middle schools. The study singled out 
typical characteristics of theater experiences which can be considered good practice and the conditions necessary for 
implementing them, as well as for their realization and amplification within schools, but more importantly we were able to co-
construct tools for documentation, monitoring and verification aimed at sustaining the visibility and the meaningfulness of these 
experiences at school. 
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1. Introduction 
Theater is a wide-spread, emblematic, consolidated performance experience in educational and scholastic 
contexts. It is necessary to contextualize this reflection on theater at school in terms of how this experience is 
conceptualized and the characteristics attributed to it. 
First of all, this experience is part of the relationship between art and education (Guerra & Militello, 2011). 
Dewey (1954), who considered art as an occasion to broaden human, social and global potential, is a central thinker 
for us. Art offers a way for all individuals to put him or herself in relation to their reality and fully own it. The value 
and effects in terms of education are immediate and evident, as is the role that this type of approach to art education 
takes on. 
Our main premise is the idea of educating through art, meant as a fundamental tool for characterization and 
creativity. Herbert Read is another researcher who thought that art was the typical expression of the creative 
principle, and he believed that esthetic activities were the core of all human development, both individually and as a 
group. Art education, or educating through art, takes on a crucial role in the general education process.  Read 
championed the presence and centrality of art in all of its many forms at school, considering the consistent practice 
of creativity as one of the most precious educational occasions (Read, 1943). 
This idea of art appears to be closely linked to, although not overlapping, the concept of creativity. Nowadays 
creativity is no longer considered an aspect characterizing a talented few, especially in the artistic sphere, this 
connection is no longer considered univocal or exclusive. Among the many ideas circulating (Banaji, Burn, 
Buckingham, 2010), we consider the concept of creativity to be the ability to create something new but also to 
interpret something already known in an original way, creating new connections between information, objects, 
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thoughts.  Starting from Maslow (1954), who showed how it was a daily phenomenon which regarded anyone and 
that it was applicable to life in its entirety and complexity, Goleman (1992) underlined how it is a necessary element 
for innovation and resolutions to problems that have to do with day-to-day life, passing through numerous 
interpretations to the recent concept of “lifewide” (Craft, 2002), used specifically to indicate the application of 
creativity in daily life. 
From this perspective, especially in the artistic sphere, an attitude which values and promotes creativity has 
emerged in education. The report “All Our Futures”, published by the National Advisory Committee on Creative 
and Cultural Education (1999), coined the term ”democratic creativity”, meaning that each individual, every student, 
can be creative, if the necessary conditions are met for broad, complex self-expression.  In Europe, based on the 
Eurydice Arts and Cultural Education at School in Europe (EACEA P9 Eurydice) network, there is growing interest 
towards everything pertaining to creativity, and education can support this.  In the Community Strategic Framework 
for European Cooperation regarding Education and Artistic Training, the stimulus for creativity and cultural 
sensitivity is considered an essential transversal competence. 
From Read and Dewey to these more recent directives, art education is not an end but a possibility for education 
and growth.  
So, starting from this basis, we want to reflect on theater as an art, namely a performance art, a term which the 
European directives use to indicate theater, music and dance at school (Lisbon Declaration 4 March 2006, Unesco 
Conference on Art Education) and which shares an issue common to all forms of education: the delicate, vital 
connection between the meaning of the performance, the final product, and reflection on the events, times and 
meanings- everything leading up to it which make it possible, or the entire process. 
Specifically regarding theater at school, we would like to point out a few crucial elements needed for bringing to 
light the importance of careful consideration in order to make the processes visible. This regards all experiences 
which are intended to be educational and should be easily identifiable in all programs for all orders of schools. At 
any rate, given the aims and the forms of artistic-performance workshops including theater workshops, in school 
settings offer possibility for them to be more deeply explored, which in turn amplifies their potential and value 
(Guerra & Militello, 2011). 
One pillar for studying theater as a tool and a model regards the relationship. Theater, in fact, due to its 
constitutive dimension and its reasons for existing, can contribute to reflecting not only regarding the merit of the 
role of the relationship in the educational experience. This aspect is widely declared on a theoretical and planning 
level, but not always assumed in the proposals implemented (Guerra, 2008). It is necessary to consider how much 
and above all what forms it can take on in this context and thus the ways it can be successfully made operational.  In 
theater, like education, the meaning of the educational action is created in the relationship and how it is created, 
more than the places, contents and methodologies. Theater at school is widely recognized as having basic 
educational value since it promotes emotional and social development. As has been shown by much research theater, 
its constitutive characteristic is the meeting between individuals (Grotowski, 1968; Barba, 1965; Brook, 1968). 
The basic educational value of artistic-performance proposals, and especially theatrical ones, lies in promoting an 
authentic relationship with the body, one’s own and that of others, questioning the importance of presence, being 
there, and paying attention to the role that the body plays in the relationship with the other. The body, in fact, is the 
main tool for communication in the theater, and theater workshops encourage knowing and exploring the 
possibilities and the qualities, as the main playwrights and pedagogues of the theater of the 19th century have shown 
(Grotowski, 1973). 
Connected to these two dimensions is a third one which regards less tangible, more internal aspects that regard 
the communication of emotions. Theater workshops offer the chance to explore the intangible aspects of the 
educational relationship, even if they is often very concrete. Working on emotions in this sense means, for teachers, 
taking them beyond the obvious and the spontaneous, to think about them and work on them with a critical eye, to 
make them intentional; for students it means finding places which are without judgment for expressing different 
parts of oneself. 
The last aspect we feel the need to point out regards the centrality of action in theater workshops. Action is the 
channel used to search for knowledge, but it is also the means for creating relationships with others. Action is a 
privileged methodological strategy rooted in an educational project aimed at stimulating subjects in their entirety, 
where acquiring new knowledge can come about thanks to experience involving and linking different levels, from 
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the cognitive to the emotional to the corporeal, from doing to being, without neglecting reflection, making the 
participants subjects and actors of their learning experiences.  The connection is between doing and seeing, like 
showing oneself and being seen, and theater brings this to the educational scene.  This generally becomes an explicit 
highlight during the final show, but it is really a characteristic trait of the entire performing arts workshop process. 
Seen in this light, it is essential to consider the final product as a witness to the process (Guerra & Militello, 2011). 
It too is autonomous, a moment of visibility and communication with the outside, which also has its own educational 
value. 
2. The project and some results 
In Italy, theater is part of the curriculum of every order and level of school, with diverse aims, methodologies, 
practices and results, despite the lack of required theater education on an institutional level.  The way theater is 
integrated in schools varies greatly and depends on the interests of the single schools, or individual teachers, who 
turn to external experts to run theater workshops. 
In Italy, the “animazione teatrale” (Perissinotto, 2004) movement which began in the 70’s, was first given 
official institutional recognition for its educational value in the 1995Protocollo d’Intesa regarding theater education 
stipulated between the Ministero della Pubblica Istruzione, the Dipartimento dello spettacolo (the ex Ministero del 
Turismo e dello Spettacolo, then Ministero per i Beni e le Attività Culturali) and the Ente Teatrale Italiano, and it is 
hoped that theater will be included among the forms of analogical knowledge to meet the different educational needs 
which schools guarantee as an occasion for educating verbal and non-verbal language and creativity and which also 
recognize the need to include theater from preschool on at the European level. A second important document is the 
1997 Protocollo d’Intesa regarding theater education signed by Universities, also including dance, music, film, 
visual arts, which recognized the importance of a multitude of languages for esthetic growth, and above all for 
developing a sense of criticism and ethics in the younger generations. The 2006 Protocollo d’Intesa, confirmed this 
urgent need to recognize theater in schools so that it is autonomous and of great interest, different from the amateur 
model and not only to fulfill ministerial requirements, but as an occasion for the free expression of the experiences 
of children, adolescents and young people together with the methodological rigor of theatrical language. 
This was the context for the implementation of the project Educarte - Linguaggi e tecniche delle arti 
performative, a five-year research-training project, created to promote artistic-performance workshops, especially in 
theater and music, in a few pre-, elementary and middle schools in Milan and the Province. The project also aimed 
at raising the quality of these experiences through research which was dedicated to a more in-depth reading of the 
languages and techniques of performing arts at school. To this end, the project– financed by the Fondazione Cariplo 
and fine-tuned by the Fondazione Milano in collaboration (for research) with the Università di Milano-Bicocca – 
provided monitoring and reflection regarding the workshops offered, which were more than 20 (Guerra & Militello, 
2011). 
The research allowed us to single out and discuss the typical characteristics of theater experience held to be good 
practice and the conditions necessary for putting it into practice, drawing attention to these experiences within 
scholastic environments. Starting from the survey tools utilized, we were able to co-construct documentation, 
monitoring and verification tools which supported the visibility and significance of these experiences in school 
settings. 
During the first phase of research, which lasted 2 years, the survey tools were borrowed from qualitative analysis 
methods (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Mantovani, 1998) which were best able to give feedback regarding meanings, 
procedures and relationships in educational contexts. We carried out interviews with teachers and artists, we 
analyzed drawings, dramatizations and texts produced by students and we monitored the activities carried out with 
children and young people through systematic observations which were primarily articulated, precise descriptions. 
This exploratory phase highlighted various aspects. First, the relationship between teachers and the workshop 
leaders, which is part of the more general relationship between didactic proposals and artistic-performance 
workshops in school settings: the difficulty in connecting them showed the necessity to find better ways to 
implement coherent and complementary planning, able to give relevance to and integrate these workshops 
effectively. Another critical point was the possibility to give value to theater education, broadening the traditional 
marginality of subjects considered weak compared to others, held to be more important. This issue has many facets, 
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which range from the attribution of meaning by the subjects involved, to investments made by schools, to real 
occasions to co-plan workshops together. 
Starting from these elements, the main objective in the second phase of the study, which lasted 3 years, was to 
survey what procedures allowed these activities to become more significant parts of everyday life at school, making 
them into both an individual and a shared, stable patrimony for both students and teachers. 
During this phase, different tools used, meant to connect the different points of view- that of the teachers, the 
artists, the researchers- each with their particular perspective regarding meaning, pedagogy, art, didactics, 
organization. This research method included group round-table discussions between the three types of actors on the 
practices and the meanings attributed to the different experiences, featuring these different points of view. Besides 
being a necessary research practice, this way of conducting the study allowed for stimulating a different evaluation 
perspective for all those involved (Guerra & Militello, 2011). 
3. Interpretation, documentation and self-evaluation tools 
We tested and evaluated a few tools which monitored the experiences, the basis of the subsequent interpretations, 
as well as documentation and self-evaluation tools which were designed for use after the study finished, as part of 
the teachers’ and the artists’ practices (Guerra & Militello, 2011). The following material was collected during the 
second phase of the study: during the first year, 17 interviews with teachers and artists, 20 recordings and 
transcriptions of workshops held with children and young adults (3 per workshop), 3 teacher training videos, 3 
recordings and transcriptions of theater workshops, 1 recordings and transcription of a music workshop; during the 
second year,  3 recordings and transcriptions of round table discussions with teachers and artists, 3 recordings and 
transcriptions of round table discussions on music with teachers and artists, 3 recordings and transcriptions of mixed 
round table discussions (music and theater) with teachers and artists, 1 video of clips from all the workshops held 
with children and young adults by the researchers, 40 free diaries on suggested themes; during the third year, 1 
video of clips from all the workshops held with children and young adults by the artists, 4 recordings and 
transcriptions of the training sessions on the monitoring and evaluation tools, 56videos of the workshops with 
children and young adults, 113structured diaries on with indicators to be singled out, 10recordings and transcriptions 
of conversations with children and young adults, 40 texts written by the students answering the points raised in 
discussions. 
As far as regards the fine-tuning of the tools created, it is useful to discuss three of them. 
The videos recorded during the project period were significant. They focused on the workshops, regarding the 
types, times, rhythms and levels of involvement thanks to the reciprocal observation between the protagonists, the 
children, the teachers and the artists. Observations based on images are interesting since they offered the possibility 
for discussion among the work group members regarding the categories for describing a specific situation. In this 
sense, during the second research phase, videos were not only for documentation and detailed analysis of the 
sessions, but also as reactions  aimed at sustaining educational processes (Tochon, 2001). The images were used to 
stimulate reflection between actual practice and described practice thanks to the videos made by the researchers, 
who selected 3 significant minutes for each workshop regarding how they were carried out and were meant to 
stimulate discussion on the different practices, and successively the artists selected 5 minute clips which were meant 
to be significant in terms of the practice of each workshop, explaining and discussing the criteria of the choices 
carried out. Using the videos in this way was interesting, and it created the possibility for the images to offer the 
occasion for comparison regarding the experiences rather than just on the declared aims (Guerra & Militello, 2011). 
A second important tool was the diary, which was meant to be an observation tool for both the artists and the 
teachers, in order to document and evaluate the experiences. This tool was partly free, with suggested points, which 
helped the users to focus on different aspects of the workshops, including content, articulation of the activities, 
observations on the children and their changes, reflections on the relationship between teachers and workshop 
leaders. We then created a more structured tool based on the issues that emerged from the experiences, which 
defined the aspects observed more in-depth for each session, reflections on this aspect and on the workshop in 
general, each one listing a series of focal points. The first point regarded the role of the adults (artist/teacher), the 
involvement and participation of the children, the relationship between adults and children and between the children, 
important aspects and new competences noticed in the children; the second point regarded the aim of the session, the 
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activity proposed and the setting (time, space, materials…), reflections after the workshop; and the third point was a 
general evaluation of the experience and changes noticed in the individual children and/or the group, even after the 
sessions ended. For each of the points proposed, we gathered both observations and indicators to consider for each 
category (Ibidem). The diaries allowed the teachers and artists to systematically reflect on the experiences, 
sharpening their eye regarding a series of aspects to keep in mind at all times when running the workshops; it also 
allowed them to reflect on the situation, to find a way to review the experience through the indicators and to 
consider observable behaviors regarding the meaningful categories singled out. 
 A third tool, used to question the children directly regarding their experiences, besides offering the opportunity 
for broader group reflection, consisted in guiding the discussions with the children and young adults. These 
structured, recorded discussions were used to investigate how the participants recounted their experiences, what 
struck them, what came out form the group. A few of the questions asked variously to children or young adults 
(depending on their ages): “What did we do in the workshop today? What did you like? What didn’t you like? Did 
you learn anything new? What? Who did you learn it with? How did you learn it? Was the workshop like other 
things you do at school (other learning occasions)? Was it different? Did you know something about the theater? 
What? What do you think of when you do theater?” These discussions are not intended to break the workshop 
experience, but they create an essential moment regarding the practice, aimed at allowing the group to co-construct 
knowledge (Ibidem). 
At the end of the research period, we developed another tool aimed at indexing the meaningful dimension of the 
experiences of the workshops observed. This index compiled at the end of the Educarte project is a testimony of the 
process and particular contest that generated it.  It was meant to be a tool to suggest good performance workshop 
practices in schools in order to develop their educational potential. Read in this light, the Educarte index can be used 
elsewhere, questioning the meaning, suggesting how to plan, realize and evaluate good performing arts workshop 
practices. It represents the passage from a generic, broad idea of “good practice” to a more reasoned, specific idea 
and singles out the main characteristics, dealing with how to bring in and present a project at school, the structural 
dimensions of the workshop, interactions between teachers and artists, characteristics for leading workshops, the 
participation of children and young adults, documentation and self-evaluation (Ibidem). 
4. Conclusion: creating visibility 
Working around the construction and the experimentation of monitoring and self-evaluation tools for theatrical 
proposals in schools confirms a few hypotheses regarding the function that these aspects have on research regarding 
making the proposals visible. 
It is important to underline the heterogeneity of the tools: different survey tools allow for greater feedback 
regarding the complexity of the experiences which, regarding artistic-performance and in particular theater 
experiences, are made of a multitude of languages.  They allow for the continuity of the experiences which, because 
of their impromptu nature, and by not being art of the official curriculum, but added as workshops based on the 
interest of single schools, risk disappearing afterwards. 
Using various tools gives voice to the variety of protagonists and their communicative of communication.  From 
the point of view of our research, our effort was to give voice to the words of the different subjects who were more 
or less directly involved in the workshops- artists/leaders, teachers/partners/hosts, researchers, children, students.  
Creating communication channels based on images and their reflection through words- written, drawn or verbal- 
allowed each to find their interpretative key during and after the experience, and the researchers were able to 
photograph this multi-dimensionality. 
Reconstruction on various, complementary levels created documentation which, while not complete, made it 
possible to reconstruct what took place and give back the complexity. Even more, the moment of experience was 
kept alive, making it available to others intending to carry out similar experiences, and allowing for the memory to 
be kept within educational and scholastic processes for the protagonists. 
The habit of creating precise, systematic, multifaceted and reflective documentation for such experiences allows 
for them to become part of the curriculum in a more articulated way, even if these experiences are not provided for 
institutionally. This allows them to be more visible and more sedimented over time, making them less ephemeral. 
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Making experiences like these visible through documentation returns the various interpretational levels that give 
value to the processes that characterize theater at school, preventing the meaning and value from being limited to the 
final performance, which in this case is a product. Descriptive, reflective reconstruction made possible by crossing 
the narrative level of the experiences with the issues raised in the discussions generated around them makes the 
process stand out and closely connects it to the final result, integrating the processes and giving them value, rather 
than just one objective, an aspect which heightens the worth of the performance dimension. 
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